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ABSTRACT 



It has been stated that a task label may shape the 



interpretation of a task, but the evaluation of that task depends on 
botn that interpretation and the personal values, such as 
self-esteem, of tfte individual. The major purpose of this study was 
to examine the effects of self-esteem (high versus low), task label 
(difficult versus easy) , and performance feedback (positive versus 
negative) on self-set goals, efficacy, performance, and attributions 
Task perception was treated as a oetween-subjects variable in this 
study. Subjects (N=120) were undergraduate psychology college 
students who responded to a questionnaire measuring self-esteem, 
labeled an anagram-solving tasks as difficult or easy in two work 
periods, and had their task performance measured on the anagrams. 
Subjects set lower goals in the difficult condition than they did in 
the easy condition in the first period, however, no difference was 
found in the second period. High self-esteem subjects had higher 
self-efficacy than those with low self-esteem. For high self-esteem 
subjects, feedback had strong impacts on subjects' liking of a 
difficult task, whereas for those with low self-esteem, feedback had 
strong impacts on subjects' liking of an easy task. After positive 
feedback of performing a difficult task, those with high self-esteem 
increased their task liking, whereas those with low self-esteem 
decreased their liking. Subjects also showed higher intrinsic 
motivation after positive feedback than after negative feedback. 
(ABL) 



**********x*********************************^ 



* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 



from the original document. 



1 



lO Self-Esteem 

The Effects of Self-Esteern, Task Label, and Performance Feedback 
on Goal Setting, Efficacy, and Task Performance 
Thomas Li-Ping Tang 
Linda Thomas Sarsfield 
Middle Tennessee State University 



Running head: SELF-ESTEEM 



cv 
o 
o 

o : 
c 



US DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

Office o» Educational Research and improvement 

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 
/ CENTER (ERlC) 

tyfi s document has been reproduced as 
received from the person or organization 
originating it 

D Minor changes have been made to improve 
reproduction Quality 

• Pcmts of view or opinions stated in th.sdocu 
ment do not necessarily represent official 
OERl position or policy 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS 
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 



TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) " 



The authors are grateful to Kimberly Winn for her assistance 
in data collection. Portions of this paper were presented at the 
thirty-fifth Annual Convention of the Southwestern Psychological 
Association, Houston, TX, April, 1989. 

Address all correspondence to Thomas Li-Ping Tang, Box [> 1 (5 , 
Department of Psychology, Middle Tennessee State University, 
Mur f reesboro , Tennessee 3 7132 . 



ERLC 



BEST COPY AVAILABLE 

2 



Self-Esteem 
2 

Abstract 

Subjects set lower goals in the difficult condition than they did 
in the easy condition in the first period, however no difference 
was found in the second period. High self-esteem subjects (SEs) 
lad higher self-efficacy than low SEs. For high SEs, feedback 
had strong impacts on subjects' liking of a difficult task, 
whereas for low SEs, feedback had strong impacts on subjects' 
liking of an easy task. After positive feedback of performing a 
difficult task, high SEs increased their task liking, whereas low 
SEs decreased their liking. Subjects also showed higher 
intrinsic motivation after positive feedback than after negative 
feedback. 
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The Effects of Self-Esteem, Task Label, and Performance Feedback 
on Goal Setting, Efficacy, and Task Performance 
Tang and Baumeister (1984) stated that a task label may 
shape the interpretation of a task, but the evaluation of that 
task depends on both that in erpretation and the personal values, 
such as self-esteem, of the individual. Locke, Shaw, Saari, and 
Latham (1981) reviewed the literature on goal setting and 
performance and concluded that "self-esteem was one of the most 
promising individual difference variables" (p. 125) and seemed 
"worthy of further study" (p. 142). Locke et al . (1981) further 
stated that "no reliable individual differences have emerged in 
goal-setting studies, probably because the goals were typically 
as.signed rather than self-set " (p. 125, emphasis added). 

Recently, there has been "a substantial shift in the tenor 
of goal setting research": This shift has been precipitated by 
the wo rk of Bandu ra on a const rue t known as sel f -e f f icacy or 
personal efficacy ( Landy , 1989, p. 410). Landy further stated: 
Bandura's major proposition is simple but elegant; the 
extent to which a person believes that he or she possesses 
the necessary skills and abilities to accomplish a g al in 
the face of adversity is closely bound to the effort 
expenditure and level of accomplishment of that person. (p. 
411, emphases added ) . 
Further, people with high personal efficacy wi 1 J set high goals, 
persist in the pursuit of these gonln, and not ovon higher gonlH 
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when the original goals have been met (Bandura, 1987). Thus, 
self-set goals are strongly associated with sel f -efficacy , 
performance* and ability ai>d effort attribution. 

The major purpose oi the present study was to examine the 
effects of self-esteem (high vs, low SE), task label (difficult 
vs. easy), and performance feedback (positive vs, negative) on * 
self-set goals, efficacy, performance, and attributions. Task 
perception was treated as a between-sub jec ts variable in this 
study, 
Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem is M a global evaluation of the self" (Baumeister 
& Tice, 1985, p. 450; Coopersmith, 19o7) or "a sense of worth or 
value' (Landy, 1989, p, 412), According to Rosenberg (1979), "a 
person's global self-esteem is based not solely on an assessment 
of his constituent qualities but on an assessment of the 
qualities that count" (p. 18). Self-esteem is also considered by 
many researchers as a hierarchical and multifaceted phenomenon 
(Fleming & Courtney, 1984; Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976), 
Korman (1976) also suggested that people wiJi develop attitudes 
and behave in wiys that will maintain their level of self-esteem, 

Rrockncr (1988) stated that "high self-esteem individuals 
(high SEs ) differ from their low self-esteem counterparts ( i ow 
SEs ) in the way that they think, feel, and perhaps most 
importantly, behave" (p, 1). Brockner (1988) further suggested 
that low SEs are "more behavioral 1 y 'plastic'" (p. 6) in that low 
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SEs ' work motivation and performance are more susceptible to 
influence by external cues than are high SEs. 

Baumeister and Tice (1985) further stated that high SEs' 
"primary control systems are designed to cultivate talents and 
maximize successes in order to excel," whereas low SEs' "primary 
control systems are designed to remedy personal deficiencies in 
order to reach minimally successful or satisfactory level of 
performance" (p. 451). 
Difficult vs. Fasy 

Tang, Liu, and Vermill ion (1987) studied subjects' anagram- 
solving task in a group setting and found that, in the first work 
period, subjects in the easy condition set higher goals than did 
those in the difficult condition. However, no significant 
difference was found in the second period. It appears that after 
the subjects have had first-hand information concerning the task, 
they have changed the perception of the task. In the present 
study, the anagram task was also adopted. 

When the subjective probability of success is in the region 
of .5, individuals' task performance is at its best (cf. 
Atkinson, 1958, 1964; Stedry & Kay, 1966). That is, the 
relationship between task difficulty and performance takes the 
form of an inverted U (cf. Frost & Mahoney, 1976). 

A task perceived as difficult may lead individuals to expect 
a low probability of success. Failure on a task may well 
eonnt. i t til o "/» throat r>n : ntf , anx i **t y - \>vnvt t U \ ntf m i t nut i on" 
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(Shrauger & Rosenberg, 1970, p. 406). People in such a difficult 
condition may set low goals to play it safe and avoid possible 
failure. An easy task may give individuals a false sense of 
security (cf. Campbell, 1984) and hence lead to high expectations 
of success. Following this line of reasoning, Hypothesis 1 was 
proposed as follows: 

Hypothesis 1 : Subjects would set a lower goal in the 
difficult condition than in the easy condition in the first 
work period ( when they had no direct experience with the 
task ) . 

Feedback and Intrinsic Motivation 

Intrinsic motivation is defined as oerforming an activity 
for no reward except the direct enjoyment of the activity itself 
(Deci, 1971). A common measure of intrinsic motivation is the 
amount of time subjects spend on the target task in a free-choice 
period without knowing that they arc bointf observed (Dcci, 1971; 
Tang, 1985, 1986, 1989; Tang & Baumeister, 1984; Tang, Liu, & 
Vermillion, 1987; Tang, ToLlison, & Whiteside, 1987, 1989). 

It has been suggested that verbal reinforcements tend to 
enhance subjects 9 intrinsic motivation on a task (I)ooi, 1972), 
whereas a threat of punishment for poor performance tends to 
unde^ine people's intrinsic motivation (Deci & Cascjo, 1972). 
Thereby, Hypothesis 2 was presented as follows: 

Hypothesis 2 : Sub joe La wou 1 d show h i tfhtw i n t r i ns \ r 
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motivation after positive feedback than after negative 
feedback, 

Baumeister and Tice (1985) further extended Deci's (1971) 
findings and proposed that high SEs increased their intrinsic 
motivation on a task after "success 0 , whereas low SEs reduced 
their intrinsic motivation on the same task afte? success. It 
appears that "subjects with low self-esteem lest interest in the 
task when they succeeded 1 ' (Baumeister & Tice, 1985, p. 460, 
emphasis added). Thus, subjects* liking of the task was tested 
using Hypothesis 3: 

Hypothesis 3: High SEs would increase their task liking 

after positive feedback, whereas low SEs would decrease 

their task liking after positive feedback. 

M ethod 

Subjects 

A total of 143 undergraduate psychology students at a 
southeastern regional state university with 14,000 students 
participated in this study for extra credits. Usable data from 
120 students (56 males and 64 females) were collected. Subjects* 
average age was 23.14 years (see Table 1). 
Procedure 

One week prior to the experiment, subjects completed a 
questionnaire which measured self-esteem ( SE ) (Rosenberg, 1965) 
and other filler items. A low score on the SE measure indicates 
a hitfh level of SE. Tho nx po r i m«>M t o u/m Miri'l fwuiro rn i rif/ 
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subjects' scores on the SE measure. The experiment was conducted 
in the three adjacent rooms of the Counseling Laboratory In the 
Psychology Department. Each room was equipped with a door, a 
one-way mirror, one large table, and several chairs. Window 
shades were drawn to cover the one-way mirror leaving only a 
small gap through which an observer was able to watch and record 
the behaviors of the subject. 

An identical anagram-solving task was labeled as either 
difficult or easy. Each subject was assigned to the difficult or 
easy condition at random. The subject was informed that he or 
she would solve some difficult (or easy) anagrams and there were 
two separate eight-minute work periods. Two different anagram 
lists, with 25 anagrams on each, were used. Subjects were given 
some sample anagrams to practice before the first work period. 

Prior to the first work period, subjects were asked to 
complete a questionnaire which measured their self-set goal (the 
number of anagrams they would solve during the first eight-minute 
period), self-efficacy (the level of certainty, from 0% to 100%, 
in completing the goal), task perception (on a 7-point scale with 
yery_.oasy (1) and very_ di f f icu] t (7) as anchor points), and other 
item3. Then, the experimenter left the room for eight minutes. 

The experimenter scored and recorded the task performance on 
the anagram sheet. Thu.s , the .subject had knowledge of reaultsj 
(KR). Each subject received bogus porlornmncc feedback (positive 
or negative) at random an Po I I own : 



Self-Esteem 
9 

You have completed ( number of correctly solved ) 

anagrams . This is above (or below) the number of anagrams 
solved by the average college students. This is very good 
( or very poor ) . 

The subject was then asked to indicate their goal setting, 
efficacy (for the second period), task perception, task liking, 
attributions, and other items and work on the second anagram 
list. After the second period was over, the subject received 
knowledge of results (KR). However no feedback was given. 

The experimenter told the subject that in order to receive 
the extra credit, the experimenter had to go to the office to get 
a receipt book. The experimenter further explained that: 

I also need to set up the anagrams and papers for the next 

subject in this room. Thereby, J have to ask you to go to 

the second exper imen tal room unti] 1 return. 

The experimenter then left the room, closed the door, 
purposefully leaving the subject in the second room with the 
impression that the experiment was over. Once the experimenter 
closed the door, an observer, concealed behind the one-way mirror 
in the third observation room, be^an timing the subject's 
activities for the eight-minute freo-rhoice period. The observer 
wa/3 blind as to subject's SE score, the task label, and the bogus 
per f ormance feedback . 

In the second room, there were four sheets of anagrams 
marked "practice anntf ratlin" with one or two anaKramn completed and 
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a partially completed jigsaw puzzle on the desk. The amount of 
time, as expressed in seconds, the subject spent on anagrams was 
recorded and considered as a measure of intrinsic motivation. 
After eight minutes had elapsed, the experimenter returned, 
provided the receipt, and thanked the subject for the completion 
of the experiment. The subjects were asked not to disclose tne 
nature of the experiment and were debriefed later. 

Results and Discussion 

The mean, standard deviation, and correlations of variables 
are presented in Table 1. The subjects were divided into high 
and low SE groups based on a median split of their scores on the 
SE measure. The results were analyzed by analyses of variance. 
Manipulation Chec k 

The results of task perception showed that subjects in the 
difficult condition tended to perceive the task as more difficult 
(M = 4.33) than did those in the easy condition (M = 4.22). 
However, the difference was not significant, F (i, 118) = .30, p 
= .568. Further, subjects in the positive feedback condition 
considered their performance as more successful (M = 3.49) than 
did those in the negative feedback condition (M = 2.63) and the 
difference was significant, F (1, 118) = 17.17, p < .001. Thus, 
the manipulation of performance feedback was successful. 
First Work P eriod 

Goal S ett i ng . Subjects' self-set goals I'or the fu-sl work 
period were analyzed unimi n 2 (hiKh vn. |r#w !,K) x MifTinjIi. 
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vs. easy) ANOVA. The main effect of task label was significant 
[F (1, 116) = 11.71, £ = .001, omega squared = . 081 J , i.e., 
subjects in the easy condition set significantly higher goals (M 
= 14.77) than did those in the difficult condition (M = 11.47). 
Thereby, Hypothesis 1 was supported by the present data. 
However, the main effect of self-esteem and the interaction 
effect failed to reach significance. 



Insert Table 1 about here 



Although the result of our manipulation check of task 
perception was not significant, yet subjects' self-set goals were 
strongly influenced by the manipulation. Subjects in the 
difficult condition may have perceived the label as a threat and 
want to "play it safe" in order to avoid possible failure. 

Self Efficacy. Subjects' certainty in completing the goal 
was again analyzed using a 2 x 2 ANOVA. No significant results 
were found. 

Ta sk Performan ce. The number of anagrams actually solved 
was examined. However, no significant results was discovered. 
Second Work Period 

Goal Setting A 2 x 2 x 2 ( SE x task label x feedback) 
ANOVA was employed to examine the subjects 1 self-set goals. The 
main effect of task label was not significant, (F (i, 112) = 
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1.98, £ = .162], Other main effects and interaction effects were 
not significant . 

Thus, it appears that the effect of cask label has strong 
impacts on subjects' self-set goals during the first work period 
but not during the second work period. These results supported 
previous findings in that subjects may have redefined their 
perception of the task after they have some first-hand experience 
with the task (cf. Tang, Liu, & Vermillion, 1987). 

Self Efficacy . The main effect of SE had a significant 
impact on subjects' self efficacy [F (1, 112) = 4.54, e = .035, 
omega squared = .028]. That is, high SEs had a higher efficacy 
(M = 73.18%) than had low SEs (M = 64.89%). 

Task Performance . Similar to the performance during the 
first period, the results of ANOVA failed to show any significant 
results. Thus, subjects performed equally well on the task. 

Task Liking . Subjects in the positive feedback group tended 
to like the task much better (M = 5.12) than did those in the 
negative feedback group (M = 4.64) and the difference was 
significant [F (1, 112) = 14.35, £ = .001, omega squared = .097J. 
Further, the three-way interaction effect was significant [F (1, 
112) = 8.83, p = .004, omega squared = .057 J. The means of the 
three-way interaction effect are presented in Table 2. Othor 
main effects and interact on effect?? were* not. ri i tfn i f i cant. . 

Further analyses of the moan.s using a imp I o-of foots teats 
revealed that under the easy condition, low SEs tended to like 
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the task significantly better after positive feedback { M = 5.00) 
than they did after negative feedback (M = 2.58) I F ( 1 , 56) = 
12.79, 2 < .05]. On the other hand, under the difficult 
condition, high SEs tended to like the task more after positive 
feedback (M = 4.52) than they did after negative feedback (M = 
2.82) [F (1, 56) = 9.95, e < .05J. 

Further, in the positive feedback/difficult task condition, 
high SEs showed higher task liking (M = 4.52) than did low SEs (M 
= 3.30) [F (1, 56) = 6.25, p < .05J. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was 
supported by the present data. 



Insert T^.ble 2 about here 



Attribution 

Subjects' ability, task, effort, and luck attributions were 
also examined in 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVAs . The results showed that 
feedback had strong main effects on ability and effort 
i „ributions [F (1, 112) = 11.79, £ = .001, omega squared = .080; 
F (1, 112) = 9.01, p = .003, omega squared = .062, respectively]. 
Thus, subjects in the positive condition claimed that, they had 
higher ability (M = 3.61) and exerted more effort (M = 6.26) than 
did those in the negative group (M = 2.76, 5.62, respectively). 
Other results were not significant. 
Intrinsic Motivation 
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Subjects in the positive feedback group spent more time on 
the task during the free-choice period (M = 131.52) than did 
those in the negative feedback group (M = 70.05) [F (1, 112) = 
5.55, p = .020, omega squared = .037]. Thus, our results 
supported the notion that verbal reinf orcements tend to enhance 
peopled intrinsic motivation on a task (cf. Deci, 1975; Deci & 
Cascio, 1972). Hypothesis 2 was supported. 
Correlation Data 

Self-esteem was significantly related to efficacy in both 
work periods and the ability attribution (see Table 1). Further, 
self-set goal, efficacy, and task performance in both work 
periods were significantly correlated. Intrinsic motivation on 
the task was associated with ability and task liking. 

Conclusions 

In this studies, subjects' self-set goals are influenced by 
the task perception. Subjects set low goal in the difficult 
condition in order to avoid possible failure. The finding may be 
caused by the nature of the task and the subjects involved in the 
study . 

Although college students are familiar with the anagram- 
solving task, they do not solve anagrams regularly. Thus, the 
anagrams may not be considered as a very weLl J earned task and 
the label difficult may be perceived as a "throat" by the 
subjects in the first study. Subjects * knowledge, ski I 1 , and 
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experience us. also b3 used to explain the results related to 
sel f-ef f icacj and task performance . 

There was no difference on self-efficacy and performance 
between high SEs and low SEs during the first period. For the 
second period, no difference on performance was found. However, 
high SEs showed higher sel f -efficacy than low SEs. 

It is possible that high SEs, without first-hand information 
and experience lelated to the target task, may have suffered the 
so-called "choking under pressure" reaction during the first work 
period (cf. Tang, Liu, & Vermillion, 1987). It takes only one 
work period (eight minutes), however, for high SEs to build up 
their confidence and certainty on a new task even though high 
SEs 9 actual performance on the task is not any better than low 
SEs. Tang, Liu, and Vermillion (1987) suggested that this is 
probably caused by the fact that high SEs emphasize their 
abilities, strengths, and good qualities (Baumeister & Tice, 
1985) and think that they are very good (Rosenberg, 1965). 

Positive feedback leads to a high level of ability and 
effort attribution and a high level of intrinsic motivation in 
the free-choice period (cf. Deci, 1975; Deci & Cascio, 1972). 
Further, in the difficult condition, hi*?h SEs increase their task 
liking after success, whereas low SEs decrease their task liking 
after success supporting and extending the findings of Baumeister 
and Tice (1985). In tho easy condition, low SEs like the task 
better after success than after faiJuro. Thus, it appears that 
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high SEs focus on challenging tasks and try to maximize 
successes, whereas low SEs try to get by on an easy task and 
reat:'i minimally sur .essful level of performance (cf . Baumeister & 
''xce, 1985). 

Finally, the experiment reported in the present paper 
represents a laboratory study using college students. Our 
results clearly indicate tha subjects' ability, knowledge, 
experience, and skill related to the target task are strongly 
related to and may have impacts on their perception of the task. 
The subjects' personal value, s5j c~esteem, also has played a very 
important role in their behavior in the study (cf. Tang & 
Baumeister, 1984), It is plausible that the results of the 
present study may be applicable to other industrial settings (cf , 
Locke, 1986) > 

When goal setting is applied to new employees who are not 
familiar with the task on the job, the results may be similar to 
that of our present study. Please also notice that no difference 
in terms of task performance was found. Future research should 
test this hypothesis directly. 

In our society, we all want to be winners and have positive 
self-esteem. Therefore, help employees build up their self- 
esteem or organization-based self-esteem (e.g., Pierce, Gardner, 
Cummings, & Dunham, 1989) would be an important task for managers 
in personnel and human resources management, and ortfanizat ionaj 
behavior. More hard work and of fort- in thin nron nro definitely 
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needed. Based on Bandura's (1987) proposition of self-efficacy, 
the present authors suggest that in order to reach a high level 
of success, people need to (1) have a high level of self-esteem 
(i.e., believe that they have the necessary ability and skill to 
achieve a goal) and set a difficult and challenging goal, and (2) 
exert effort (with given ability) and have a high level of 
performance on the task. 

Summary: The results of the present study can be best 
summarized using the following formula: 

Self-Esteem X Effort = Success. 
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Tabla 1 

Mean, Standard Deviation, and Correlations of Variables 



Variable 


M 


SD 


2 3 


4 


5 


6 


7 8 9 10 


11 12 


13 


14 


15 




1. Age 


23.42 


6.47 


04 47***-09 


-01 


-02 


11 06 08 04 


04 -27*** 


-21* 


-06 


-07 


en 


2. Sex (Male-1, Female«0) 




15* 


-14 


-08 


11 


13 10 19* 11 


07 -04 


03 


-01 


12 




3. Education 


14.38 


1.34 




-12 


-16* 


-02 


32*** 09 14 24** 


18* -08 


-12 


23** 


OS 


- 


4. Self-Esteem 


18.10 


4.51 






-14 


-20* - 


-11 -14 -25** -13 


-27*** 07 


-11 


-14 


-12 




5. Goal-1 


13.12 


5.28 










19* 48*** 30*** 23** 


18* -01 


16* 


-13 


16* 


— 


6. Efficacy-1 


74.01 


16.93 










24** 36*** 66*** 28*** 


32*** 00 


25** 


06 


19* 


O- 


7. Performance-1 


5.78 


2.91 










62*** 29*** 63*** 


l^^kirk —-26** 


10 


17* 


25** 


-01 


8. Goal-2 


8.32 


3.79 










39*** 47*** 


51*** -13 


13 


02 


29*** 




9. Efficacy-2 


69.45 


20.54 










34*** 


40*** -05 


21* 


-02 


28*** 


07 


10. Perforaiance-2 


4.87 


2.70 












37*** -06 


06 


14 


22 


11 


11. Ability 


3.17 


1.36 












-03 


20* 


07 


58*** 


2-j** 


12. Task 


5.18 


1.33 














18* 


01 


00 


-06 


13. Effort 


5.93 


1 14 
















-05 


28*** 


11 


14. Luck 


2.35 


1.46 


















03 


15 


15. Liking 


3.71 


1.72 




















2S*** 


16. Intrinsic (Time) 


98.15 


139.80 























Note. N« 120. All decimals have been emitted for correlations. *£< .05, **£< .01, < .001. 
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Table 2 

The Three-Way Interaction Effect on Task Liking 



Difficult Easy 



Self -Esteem 



Pos it ive Negat ive Pos it ive Negat ive 



«igh 4.53* (19) 2.82 b (11) 4.13 (16) 3.40 (20) 

L ou 3.30 c (10) 3.50 (20) 5.00 d (12) 2.58 e (12) 



Not£. Cell ns are presented in parentheses. Means not sharing a common 
superscript are significantly different from each other (^ < .05) for 
each comparison. 
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